MARSHAL   KEY
before moving, and now, with Reille and d'Erlori well
to the rear, he was quite outnumbered and fell back
after a skirmish. In spite of the odds, however, an
attack on Quatre Bras at that time would have been
successful/ as the defenders 'were hopelessly short of
ammunition. Ney could not be expected to know this;
but his general dispositions had been faulty, he lacked
vigour, and only informed the Emperor late on the 15 th
that he was back again in Gosselies and Frasnes, when
he should have been established at Quatre Bras.
Yet so far the Emperor's plan might still be accom-
plished. Blucher was concentrating at Ligny, where the
main French blow would be struck 'while Ney, swinging
part of his troops against the Prussians, would continue
holding Wellington with the remainder.
But speed 'was necessary, for the British were about to
move in force from Brussels. That night of the i5th
heard the "sound of revelry' and saw the candelabra glow-
in the Duchess of Richmond's ballroom. The early
hours of morning brought a noise of cannon; bugles
sounded the 'Assembly'; officers, in buckled shoes and
silk stockings, hurried through the streets to their regi-
ments; and by three o'clock, -when the Duchess woke
her litde girl to fasten Wellington's sword, the French
had virtually lost their chance of seizing the cross-
roads.
All that day, Friday the 16th, there was firing between
the outposts as the British reinforced their positions.
But Ney, with his corps still in bivouac between Gos-
selies and Marchienne, frittered away the precious time
without attacking, or even preparing to advance. He
appeared to be waiting for orders, -while with Wellington
on the scene by mid-morning the Allies were hourly
consolidated in Quatre Bras.
Time -was when Ney would have swept down the road
in defiance of orders, preferring rather to compromise
the Grand Army than to stand by inactive. But those
were his vanguard days when the Marshals had lived
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